The impact of implementation of cohesion policy on the sustainable development of EU countries is of great interest and presents a number of actual challenges. This research aims to evaluate the impact and the effects of the cohesion policy among the Member States using hierarchical clustering analysis in order to identify how the selected variables affect the sustainable development adopted models. The variables used in the analysis were selected on the basis of official data provided by the European Commission, SDG Index and Dashboards Reports and the EU Cohesion Monitor. The results of the research have led to the grouping of the 28 Member States in a number of six clusters, identifying performers but also those countries that have a high potential for sustainable development or which require increased attention to be sustained in recovering existing gaps. The results of the study can be a starting point for policy makers and other stakeholders involved in their efforts to support sustainable development through effective and effective policies.
Introduction
Economic competitiveness and economic growth have been and continue to represent from the perspective of government policies the central element of long-term development policies of more or less disadvantaged countries at European Union level. The importance of these objectives, their compatibility and their complementarity often raise questions from the perspective of the coherence of European economic policies, but also from the perspective of sustainable regional development.
Given the importance and the existing debates on EU cohesion policy as well as the major concerns regarding sustainable development and compliance with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), we have designed to analyze how cohesion policy influences the sustainable development model adopted by each of the EU countries, and also the level of performance they have so far achieved in this direction.
Thus, the priority issue is to define a cohesion policy that is compatible with both the performing and the least developed countries, thus favoring economic convergence but also eliminating regional polarization [1] . Moreover, in the context of EU regional development, cohesion policy and sustainable development converge into a common economic strategy. However, the scientific analysis of compatibility or incompatibility between the two is particularly relevant in the new European context, where most regions benefit from a coherent cohesion policy in their attempts to implement sustainable development strategies. Based on these considerations, the present paper starts from the analysis of the correlation of the effects of the implementation of the economic cohesion policy with the achievement of the sustainable development objectives, asking whether they should be seen as promoting regional polarization instead of territorial cohesion [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] .
Taking into account the theoretical and practical aspects of sustainable development, we also point out that cohesion policy at EU level is one of the most viable ways of consistently managing the potential of each country by reducing regional disparities by implementing measures that ensure that the needs of the current generation are met without diminishing the needs of future generations [7] .
From another perspective, we also identify different points of view of the environmental performance of cohesion policy, as well as the notion that the current approach does not allow opportunities to improve it. In practice, the ecological performance of cohesion policy must take account of missed opportunities to minimize costs and increase earnings. These aspects lead to the idea that cohesion policy currently lacks sufficient opportunities to foster development on all levels [8] [9] [10] [11] .
Not to be neglected is that the concept of sustainable development has come to guide the policies and actions of both public and private organizations and to facilitate communication between actors from different spheres of society. However, previous research has found that when policymakers support sustainable development, the social dimension draws less attention and is particularly difficult to control and operationalize [12] . However, over the last few years' efforts by policy makers to develop theoretical frameworks for defining and studying sustainability, to explain the challenges of integrating sustainability in a broader context, namely that of cohesion policy.
This article contributes to a clearer understanding of what cohesion policy implementation means in the context of sustainable development and how it is reflected in country performance. The importance of understanding concepts such as public awareness, equity, participation and cohesion that are absolutely essential in the functioning and promotion of the sustainable development of all states is mentioned.
In fact, we are talking about an evolution of how cohesion policy has evolved in the EU regions in recent years, but also of an impact of national policies, cohesion policy and other EU policies on economic development, social inclusion, sustainable development, improving administrative structures. The review of the measures generating European effectiveness, the way in which Structural Funds and investment funds are allocated to good economic governance are also important issues addressed in this paper.
Also, through our research we aim to identify the level of performance of Member States in terms of cohesion policy at the level of the European Union and their impact on their sustainable development.
The paper is divided into five sections, stating with a brief introduction, followed by literature review. Section 3 includes information on the sample, variables, and the hierarchical cluster analysis methodology used in estimating the existing clusters. Further, in Section 4 the main results are debated and Section 5 offers the main conclusion of the research.
Literature Review
The role and the importance of cohesion policy as a means of promoting the change and development of European states is undeniable. The review of post-2013 policies was supported by the impact of the European Commission's proposals that were partially effective due to resistance and tensions at the level of the EU Member States. Resilience to change can be explained and sustained by the institutional interests, governance objectives and policy promoted for Europe 2020 [13] [14] [15] [16] .
From the point of view of the effectiveness of implementation, the cohesion policy at the level of the member countries can be analyzed mainly from the perspective of the EU enlargement phenomenon, a phenomenon marked by the inclusion of post-socialist countries in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). This important step in European policy has faced the challenge of integrating regions with very different levels of economic development, which has affected and still affects the convergence and efficiency of European policies, implicitly of cohesion policy [16, 17] .
We also highlight that the problem persists, and we are currently identifying regional processes of polarization and peripheralization that are largely due to the integration of all regions of the EU. In fact, the European market, after 2004, moved east, thus incorporating relatively low economic productivity but also weak institutional bodies of the new Member States [18] . Consequently, cohesion policy has been redirected to support all EU states, especially those in the CEE. With substantial investments, particularly in less developed regions, in the new Member States, cohesion policy was also geared towards neutralizing the negative economic consequences of the integration of less developed regions into the EU [19, 20] .
By allocating funds in line with the partnership principle, Cohesion Policy has been transposed into national development plans in CEE countries so that the use of European funds can be achieved through strategic investment programs negotiated with the European Commission and structured in Operational Programs [21] [22] [23] [24] . As a consequence, cohesion policy has been the subject of many debates, because each programming period for the next seven years has created debates for new reforms and new development opportunities. As such, cohesion policy has been subjected both to radical and incremental reforms in recent decades, including the reorientation of cohesion policy towards the Lisbon Agenda [25] [26] [27] [28] .
It is also important to highlight in this context the fact that, from the perspective of the evolution of the EU, we identify three political periods decisive for the future of Europe. Thus, we identify the "Europe of the Regions" period from the 1990s to the early 2000s; the Lisbon Agenda for the period 2000-2010; and the Europe 2020 period, around 2010-2020 [29] . Thus, cohesion policy has practically developed in several stages orienting regional development towards economic competitiveness, sustainable economic growth through innovation and innovation [1, 19] .
However, we still identify countries where regional inequalities are relatively high even though sustainable development projects funded through EU programs are numerous. We basically identify in these situations a set of contradictions between the policy objectives, the requirements of cohesion policy and the practical possibilities in some less developed European regions [30] [31] [32] . We can point out that the general guidelines for internal policies at the level of each state on cohesion and sustainable development may be present in binding national documents. Cohesion policy can therefore be tracked in terms of content and implementation methods across European countries.
It is also important to look at the issue of convergence of cohesion policy with regional policy at the level of each European state. This is because regional policies can have different effects in different countries, because each country has a political, economic, social profile, which generates regional inequalities. We support this statement, including through the quotas of cohesion policy budgets allocated to specific objectives, which varied considerably in Central and Eastern Europe in 2014-2020 [33] . In the same sense, the Strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth (European Commission 2010) responded to the problems of the economic crisis, which was based, in particular, on the concept of smart specialization, bringing in the concept of "innovation" an essential part of cohesion policy [17] .
With regard to the Europe 2020 Strategy, it has as a general objective to promote innovation in a variety of policies, instruments, measures and funds to improve framework conditions for knowledge-intensive products and services. We identify agreements establishing national programs for the 2014-2020 period, focusing in particular on economic competitiveness and less on socio-economic convergence as a driver of sustainable urban development strategies through cohesion policy [27, 34] .
Overall, it appears that the EU is still in difficulty to meet the policy objectives set out in the Lisbon Agenda and the Europe 2020 Strategy, with regional disparities still remaining, issues identified by specific indicators, i.e., the number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion.
The views are relatively similar when we want to list the main causes of regional disparities, most specialists claiming that the asymmetric economic integration of European countries is the main argument. On the other hand, we further identify the specialization of developed countries in high-tech, high-efficiency services, compared to less developed countries, where we are focusing mainly on basic services, less knowledge-based and where incomes are still reduced [21, [35] [36] [37] [38] [39] .
Regarding the implementation of sustainable development principles through concrete actions correlated with the objectives of EU cohesion policy, we note that regional and local communities play a crucial role. On the other hand, literature reports that the local or community level becomes critical in addressing long-term political issues such as ecological degradation or emerging risks due to ecosystem dynamics and socio-economic change [40, 41] . In this context, the concept of governance of European policies appears to be particularly important, by targeting them to all actors involved, regardless of the level or sector concerned. Their involvement in defining sustainable development policies is equally important [42] .
The inclusion of different actors with different expertise in resource use and protection is needed to better address the complexity of green systems, and an integrated policy approach allows for more efficient management of change management activities. Thus, promoting concepts such as "integrated management", "adaptive management", "collaborative management" or "co-management" as basic elements of network operation becomes an important step in the implementation of cohesion policy that approaches complexly and dynamically sustainable development of society [43] .
In this context, it is important to identify new forms of policy-making based on the concept of network governance, how they can influence cohesion policy in a particular region, and how these changes can be assessed in terms of the performances of those regions. For this reason, it can be argued that a region must mainly reach a certain level of cohesion between different sectors of society and government institutions to successfully create and implement a policy or project aimed at strengthening development sustainable development of a region. However, in order to support the positive development of the region in the long term, we support the idea that flexibility should be maintained at the level of each region in terms of adapting to socio-economic and environmental trends [34, 44] .
Cohesion policy also encourages regions and cities in different EU Member States to collaborate and learn from each other through joint collaboration through programs, projects and networks with a concrete impact on every economic aspect including innovation, accessibility, education, business, employment or the environment [45, 46] .
In this context, it is necessary to assess the impact of investments and of all actions undertaken as a result of the implementation of cohesion policy on the environment and of the way in which the requirements of sustainable development have been integrated at the strategic level. The analysis of data available at EU level, in particular on expenditure, provides relevant information and can also be operationalized in formulating recommendations for improving the integration of sustainable development into cohesion policy. The quantification of cohesion factors between EU countries is achieved through the data provided by the EU Cohesion Monitor report, which identifies a series of specific indices and quantifies how strong cohesion is. EU Cohesion Monitoring also refers to the measurement of the awareness, training and cooperation spirit of the analyzed companies [30, 47] .
At the same time, we identify two dimensions of cohesion, individual and structural. Individual cohesion measures citizens' experiences, views and direct expectations, and structural cohesion measures the macroeconomic cohesion of policies, the state and the economy. Among the relevant indicators in the dimension of the level of individual cohesion, we identify: experience, involvement, attitudes, approval and expectations, and from the point of view of structural cohesion we identify: resilience, economic ties, financing and security [47, 48] .
Integration of sustainable development objectives into EU policies and initiatives is thus an undeniable subject, with the European Commission regularly reporting from 2017 on the progress made by the EU in implementing the Agenda 2030, with the main aim of defining a long-term vision longer in a post 2020 perspective. The Commission also operates a multi-platform platform to exchange best practice information on GSP implementation in sectors, at Member State and EU level. In practice, regions are classified according to their gross domestic product (GDP) as being more developed or less developed and the level of investment reflects the development needs of the Member States. This is also a starting point for the EU to fund a project with a percentage between 50% and 85%. We underline that the overall policy goal is to make Europe's regions and cities more competitive, while encouraging growth and job creation.
From the point of view of the effects of implementing the cohesion policy at EU level in the context of meeting the provisions of the Agenda 2030 for sustainable development, we can mainly identify the creation of the necessary framework for collaboration and applicable in all European countries, which is a new ambitious model to respond to trends and global challenges. Thus, both the European community and the international community have a new ambitious framework for all countries to work together on common challenges. For the first time, sustainable development objectives are universally applicable to all countries and the EU is committed to becoming a first factor in their implementation [49] .
The importance given by the European Commission to achieve the objectives set out in the 2030 Agenda is underlined by the concrete and consistent measures implemented at European level. European officials insist that "Sustainability is a European Brand", relying on the fact that the EU has a strong track record with a high level of economic development and social cohesion, and the commitment to sustainable development is anchored in EU treaties [50] . The 2030 Agenda will be integrated though two main streams: firstly, the integration of the Development Goals into the EU policy framework and the main Commission priorities; and second, is to develop a long-term vision after 2020 and the focus of sectoral policies. Thus, the efforts made at European level in the field of sustainable development, as well as the results achieved so far, place the European Union in a highly advanced position regarding the fulfillment of the undertaken development objectives.
The effects of implementing cohesion policy also consist of the responses that each state promotes to stimulate growth over time. On the other hand, strong regional polarization suggests the need to stimulate the interaction of all states for the next programming period of EU development [51] . Indeed, at a time of uncertainty about the positive effects of cohesion policy and the very meaning of cohesion, it is clear that efforts must be made to demonstrate its relevance, particularly during the post neo-liberal period.
Research Methodology

Sample Selection and Variables
In order to assess the impact of cohesion policy on the sustainable development of EU countries and the links between these factors, the official data provided by the European Commission [52], the SDG Index and Dashboards Reports [53] and the EU Cohesion Monitor [47] .
Thus, the level of sustainable development achieved by EU countries was assessed through individual scores calculated in the SDG Index and Dashboards Report, published by the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network in cooperation with the Bertelsmann Stiftung. The SDG Index is the first ever worldwide study to assess the country's reach of Sustainable Development Goals, and is designed to complement the official indicators set to monitor ODL achievement. For calculating the scores included, data provided by official data providers such as the World Bank, the World Health Organization, the International Labor Organization, and other organizations, including research centers and non-governmental organizations, have been taken into account. The SDG calculated for each analyzed country includes all data available for each of the 17 SDGs in part, aggregating them into a composite index to provide a rapid assessment of individual country performance.
Data on the share of European funds in the Gross National Income (GNI) was taken over from the European Commission and provides information on EU payments for Structural and Investment Funds programs. The data are reported cumulatively, ie the amounts indicated in 2018 represent cumulative payments made from the beginning of the programming period (2014-2018).
In order to quantify the values of the cohesion factors between the countries of the European Union, the data provided by the European Council of Foreign Relations and Stiftung Mercator, published in the EU Cohesion Monitor report, which computes a series of indexes for the 28 states members of the European Union regarding their readiness for joint action and cooperation. These indices analyze and quantify how strong cohesion is, how it changes and how different it is between the Member States of the European Union, the central concept being that European cohesion is a precondition for Europe's capacity to act and that acting together will, in turn, consolidate cohesion. Cohesion is broader in the sense that it focuses on the willingness of collective actors to work together. EU Cohesion Monitoring refers not only to real cooperation, but also to measuring the awareness, training and cooperation spirit of the companies under review.
The indicators computed by the EU Cohesion Monitor measure two dimensions of cohesion. Individual cohesion quantifies citizens' experiences, opinions and expectations, while structural cohesion measures the macroeconomic cohesion of policies, the state and the economy. Each dimension contains an equal number of building blocks (called indicators), each indicator being divided into factors. In this research, we took into account a total of nine indicators, of which five indicators related to individual (I) cohesion (experience, involvement, attitudes, approval and expectations) and four structural (S) cohesion characteristics (resilience, economic links, finance and security).
The synthetic values of the variables used in the proposed analysis are shown in Table 1 . Source: own construction using SPSS.
Model and Method
Following the preliminary analysis of the available data, it is noted that Luxembourg records values much higher than the maximum deviations accepted in the analysis, and as a consequence this country was excluded from the group of countries retained for analysis.
To assess the impact of the implementation of cohesion policy on the sustainable development of EU countries hierarchical cluster analysis has been used [54, 55] . The available data have been processed and analyzed using the IBM SPSS Statistics [56] software program and Microsoft Excel [57] .
For constructing the proximity matrix (W = w ij i=1,n, j=1,n ), with 11 variables (m) and 27 countries (n), the Squared Euclidean Distance method has been used:
Later, to determine the distance between clusters, the Wards Method [58] was used: The significance of the cluster variables was tested using Levene's Test, with null hypothesis being:
The acceptance condition for accepting the null hypothesis H 0_1 is:
If the null hypothesis is accepted, ANOVA methodology could be used to test the statistical significance of the mean values of the selected variables at the cluster level. In the case of rejection of the null hypothesis, instead of the ANOVA methodology, the Welch Test or the Brown-Forsyte Test could be used, with null hypothesis being:
where k represents the number of the variable k = (1,11) and i and j represent the numbers of the clusters The agglomeration schedule resulted after performing the hierarchical clustering analysis is presented in Table 2 : Source: own construction using SPSS.
In the graphical representation of the results obtained from the cluster analysis, one can see how the analyzed countries are grouped according to the specific conditions is the form of a dendrogram. The dendrogram is a graphical representation that follows the merging or splitting steps in a hierarchical grouping solution that shows the combined clusters and distance coefficient values for each stage. Based on existing research [54, 59, 60] , analyzing dendrogram and cluster formation steps, we can state that a significant number of four clusters can be identified. However, given the purpose of the research and without violating the recognized methodologies for selecting the optimal number of clusters, we propose to choose a number of six clusters relevant for a better segmentation of the analyzed countries as well as for a better observation of the influences of the variables analyzed (Figure 1 
Based on existing research [54, 59, 60] , analyzing dendrogram and cluster formation steps, we can state that a significant number of four clusters can be identified. However, given the purpose of the research and without violating the recognized methodologies for selecting the optimal number of clusters, we propose to choose a number of six clusters relevant for a better segmentation of the analyzed countries as well as for a better observation of the influences of the variables analyzed (Figure 1) . One of the methods of testing the significance of the six cluster variables is analysis of variance (ANOVA) methodology. For the application of this method it is necessary that the dispersions of the variables satisfy the Test of Homogeneity of Variances according to the relation (3), (null hypothesis: the dispersions of the variables do not differ significantly). One of the methods of testing the significance of the six cluster variables is analysis of variance (ANOVA) methodology. For the application of this method it is necessary that the dispersions of the variables satisfy the Test of Homogeneity of Variances according to the relation (3), (null hypothesis: the dispersions of the variables do not differ significantly).
As shown in Table 3 , for a significance threshold of α = 0.05 (95% confidence level), the null hypothesis H 0_1 is rejected and therefore the ANOVA methodology cannot be used as it could provide inconclusive information. Based on the ANOVA results, to validate the method we used we decided to use the Welch Test and the Brown-Forsyte Test (Null Hypothesis H 0_2 : variable averages do not differ significantly). The results of the tests for a significance threshold of α = 0.05 are presented in Table 4 . For all eleven variables, the null hypothesis H 0_2 is rejected, and consequently the relationship (5), respectively, their mean values are significant in the analysis of the characteristics of the six clusters. Subsequently, the data obtained were tested for variance analysis using the ANOVA methodology, and the results are presented in Table 5 . 
Empirical Results and Discussion
Following the research, six relevant clusters have been identified with regard to the influence of cohesion factors and European funds on the sustainable development of EU countries (Tables 6-11 ).
In the Cluster ONE, the following countries were selected: Austria, Belgium, Estonia, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Ireland and Malta. The countries belonging to this cluster are characterized by high SDG Index values as well as the highest scores for four out of nine analyzed cohesion variables: Experience, Engagement, Expectations and Economic Ties. Also, the values recorded for the other variables considered are above average. Thus, we can consider the countries clustered in these clusters as being at a high level of performance, in which interaction with other European cultures positively influences the desire for cooperation, and the involvement of citizens in economic, social and political life is high. At the same time, the expectations of the population regarding the future of the personnel as well as the society are high and positive, and the economics of the grouped countries thus present a very high level of integration with the other European countries, which shows a significant level of cohesion.
The three most important Nordic countries were reunited in Cluster TWO, Denmark, Finland and Sweden respectively. Significant for this group of countries are the high values in terms of the level of sustainable development achieved, as well as the highest values for two of the cohesion variables analyzed: Attitudes and Resilience. With regard to a third variable, i.e., the share of European funds in the Gross National Income, it can be noticed that the average value specific to the three countries clustered in this cluster is the smallest of all the analyzed clusters.
Thus, the population of countries so grouped shows a positive attitude towards the European project and the other member countries and demonstrates a very high level of prosperity without conflicts that may result from economic or social inequalities, being more inclined to cooperate with citizens other countries within the European Union.
In the Cluster THREE, three Central European countries (Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland) were included alongside the UK. Specifically countries grouped in this way are characterized by relatively low values for the SDG Index, but also for the fact that they record the lowest values for three of the nine cohesion variables, namely: Experience, Engagement and Approval.
Thus, these countries can be characterized by a relatively low level of interaction with other European citizens, respectively with other EU Member States. Also, citizens of these countries have a relatively low involvement rate in European elections or favor anti-European parties or parties, and do not look optimistically or with approval on the outcome of European policies, avoiding cooperation on certain economic, political or social.
Six countries were grouped in Cluster FOUR: Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia, Lithuania, Portugal, Latvia and Slovakia. The main characteristics of these countries are the relatively low scores regarding the level of sustainable development reached, together with the highest values regarding the percentage of European funds in the National Gross National Income, respectively the structural variable "Funding", of all analyzed countries.
Thus, countries clustered in this cluster can be identified as those countries where the European Union has invested and still invests significant sums of money to reduce economic and social disparities. However, as the SDG Index indicates, this European investment process is still expected to bear fruit, the high potential of these countries in terms of cohesion being highlighted by higher than average scores for the "Engagement", "Attitudes" and "Expectations".
The FIVE Cluster is composed of only two countries, namely Cyprus and Greece. It is interesting to analyze why these two countries are viewed separately and the analysis of the data obtained from the research shows the lowest values for five of the nine analyzed cohesion variables: Attitudes, Expectations, Resilience, Economic Ties and Security.
The situation of these two countries is rather complicated compared to the rest of the analyzed countries, as the sustainable development level is relatively low, characterized by the lowest average SDG Index, and the cohesion variables analyzed do not provide sufficient support to provide support for the improvement of this condition in the near future. The analysis shows that the citizens of these countries do not see positively the European Union and the European project as a whole, but also the fact that they have little or no expectations about their future, both personally and as a country. Also, their societies are burdened with conflicts resulting from the recording of various inequalities, which directly affects the level of prosperity, as evidenced by a low level of commercial integration with the other European countries, but also a low level of security perceptions at these companies' level.
Countries considered to be the most economically important at European level were grouped in the Sixth Cluster, including France, Germany, Italy and Spain. Characteristic of these countries are the relatively low values of the SDG Index, but also extreme values for three of the nine cohesion variables analyzed, indicating the highest values for "Approval" and "Security", but also the lowest value for "Funding".
As a result of the analysis, it can be noticed that the citizens of these countries have a positive perception of the results of the implementation of the European policies, which provides a strong support for the pro-integration measures at European level and also the level of perceived security is among the higher among all analyzed countries. At the same time, it can be noted the low level of funding received from the European Union, which is not surprising if we take into account the very high level of economic development.
In order to get an overview of the identified clusters as well as their characteristics, the variables considered for this analysis were grouped in Table 12 , along with the graphical representation of identified clusters (Figure 2 ): Although cohesion policy has permanently pursued the sustainability of the EU's sustainable competitiveness, it is not neglected in this context that it has moved away from its main objective, namely to promote space cohesion by supporting balanced development at regional and local level.
From another perspective, we find that EU cohesion policy from 2014 to 2020 has been redirected towards regional growth and the competitiveness issue has remained the pillar of regional convergence. This emphasizes the idea that this approach is a framework for action that can aggravate the phenomenon of disparity, the economic performance of the EU states, emphasizing the unbalanced space relations identified and manifested today. In conjunction with all of these, our research has mainly taken into account the priorities of the 2020 sustainable growth of the Member States, namely smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.
As practical experience demonstrates, the representative objectives for these three priorities have generated a wide range of actions at national and European level. In this respect, we identify a comprehensive set of initiatives to stimulate the individual, sustainable progress of each European country, namely: access to funding for research and innovation (by investing 3% of GDP in R and D), increasing the performance of educational systems to facilitate young people's integration into the labor market (by increasing the employment rate of the population aged 20-64 to 75%), digital market development promoting energy efficiency and developing a sustainable industry (by increasing the As advocated by the policies, strategies and outcomes of the programs implemented across all EU member countries and our research, it highlights a new direction for the future, a new dynamic and why not, a different nucleus of sustainable competitiveness and associated growth.
We emphasize that the cohesion policy in the EU member countries mainly reflects the objectives of regionalization and implementation of the Europe of the Regions strategy and of the Lisbon Agenda related to the Europe 2020 Strategy on Sustainable Development. Practically, we highlight a set of changes that have mainly led to the transition and consolidation of democratic and institutional structures, but also to the weaker development of peripheral regions, to political centralization and regional competition.
We also mention that although the influence of the EU has been beneficial for all Member States by providing advice and good practice on sustainable development policies, it has called for respect for "ex-ante conditionalities", thereby limiting the area of action of Member States in the choice of policy directions.
The cohesion policy and sustainable development have truly become the main investment strategies at EU level, through the direct orientation of measures towards sustainable competitiveness, and also by supporting current polarization processes in the EU regions.
Although cohesion policy has permanently pursued the sustainability of the EU's sustainable competitiveness, it is not neglected in this context that it has moved away from its main objective, namely to promote space cohesion by supporting balanced development at regional and local level.
As practical experience demonstrates, the representative objectives for these three priorities have generated a wide range of actions at national and European level. In this respect, we identify a comprehensive set of initiatives to stimulate the individual, sustainable progress of each European country, namely: access to funding for research and innovation (by investing 3% of GDP in R and D), increasing the performance of educational systems to facilitate young people's integration into the labor market (by increasing the employment rate of the population aged 20-64 to 75%), digital market development promoting energy efficiency and developing a sustainable industry (by increasing the share of renewable energy sources in final energy consumption to 20% and increasing with 20% the energy efficiency), better adapting supply and demand for labor, ensuring social and territorial cohesion so that people experiencing poverty and social exclusion can play an active role in society (by reducing with 25% the number of Europeans living below the national poverty lines) [61] . All these priorities and objectives are covered by the selected variables, the results of the research providing the opportunity to observe the path of each Member State in order to get an overview of the progress made.
Conclusions
The impact of implementation of cohesion policy on the sustainable development of EU countries is of great interest and presents a number of challenges. So through this research we have proposed to evaluate the impact and effects of the cohesion policy with hierarchical clustering analysis in order to identify how the selected variables affect the sustainable development models adopted by the EU countries.
These objectives were, moreover, our starting point for present research, these being structured into a set of 10 variables that generated segmentation and grouping of countries in six clusters, reflecting the level of sustainable development but also economic cohesion. "Experience", "Engagement", "Attitudes", "Approval", "Expectations", "Resilience", "Economic Ties", "Funding", "Security" and "EU funds to GNI" are the analyzed cohesion variables, the key elements of cohesion policy, well-founded instruments and sustained by local programs derived from the global sustainable development strategy.
Research has shown that cohesion policy has been used as an economic growth tool, especially in Central and Eastern European countries. This highlights the fact that traditional cohesion policy objectives supporting regions that are lagging behind are still considered important for stabilizing socio-economic processes linked to sustainable development but also by regional decline.
Moreover, since cohesion policy has been extended to all regions of Europe and the differences between the more developed, transition and least developed regions have faded, it is now extremely useful to reconsider the relevant institutional arrangements incorporated in the policies and strategies of the Europe region. At the same time, developed countries are still an essential condition for successful partnerships with governments of less developed countries through the implementation of cohesion policy programs, whether or not they are exclusively focused on economic development.
We can therefore conclude that cohesion policy needs to be reoriented, through the transition from traditional investment in infrastructure and social support from underdeveloped regions to innovation, alongside social and environmental strategies.
Regardless of the context, it is obvious the impact of political interventions, which have different results according to the level of development of each state. This is also visible in the grouping of the analyzed countries in our research and grouping them in the 6 clusters. Moreover, in a period of uncertainty about cohesion policy and the very meaning of cohesion policy, efforts must be made to demonstrate its relevance by clearly highlighting economic performance, sustainable development and other effects.
From this point of view, our research highlights how aspects of sustainable development influence country performance and implicitly the effectiveness of cohesion policies implemented at member country level.
We highlight a number of countries, at different levels of performance, interacting with other European cultures in a positive way, the desire for cooperation, the involvement of citizens in economic, social and political life, and they are also at high levels. In support of this idea, our research identifies countries such as Austria, Belgium, Estonia, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Ireland and Malta, countries where the expectations of the population regarding the future of the staff are positive. On the other hand, from an economic perspective, these countries have a very high level of integration with the other European countries.
From the perspective of the sustainable development achieved, we identify the Nordic countries, Denmark, Finland and Sweden, the countries with the highest performance and which also have the highest values for two of the cohesion variables analyzed, respectively for "Attitudes" "Resilience". Research highlights the fact that these countries with a very high level of prosperity are much more inclined to cooperate with the citizens of other countries within the European Union. Interestingly to be emphasized is the fact that, from the perspective of the European funds allocated, the average value for the three countries clustered in this cluster is the lowest of all the analyzed clusters.
At the other end, countries that can be characterized by a relatively low level of interaction with other European citizens, respectively with other EU Member States, are those included in Central Europe (Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland) where and the United Kingdom, as well as the lowest values for experience, involvement and endorsement. With relatively low scores on the level of sustainable development achieved but showing the highest values in the percentage of European funds in the GNI among all the analyzed countries, we highlight Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia, Lithuania, Portugal, Latvia and Slovakia. We highlight that, at the level of European Cohesion Policy, achieving the objective of reducing economic and social disparities has generated significant investment by allocating funds consistently to these less developed countries. It also signals that these countries also have a high potential for cohesion, through higher than average scores for "Engagement", "Attitudes" and "Expectation" variables.
A very important conclusion of our study is that of Cyprus and Greece. These two countries are analyzed separately, as the underlying research indicates the lowest values for 5 of the 9 analyzed cohesion variables, namely "Attitudes", "Expectations", "Resilience", "Economic Ties" and "Security". These two countries also record a relatively low sustainable development level with the lowest average value of the SDG Index as well as coefficients of cohesion variables that do not reflect a high enough support to improve this condition in the near future. With conflicting companies that directly affect prosperity, Cyprus and Greece record the lowest level of trade integration with other European countries.
At the opposite end, the most economically important countries at European level are: France, Germany, Italy and Spain. Our research reflects the highest values for "Approval" and "Security" for these countries, but on the other hand the lowest value for "Funding". With a positive perception of the results of the implementation of European policies, but also with a level of security perceived as the highest of all the analyzed countries, France, Germany, Italy and Spain, they also record a very high level of economic development, which justifies the low level of funding received from the European Union.
Along with the conclusions highlighted above, not least, our research is also a reflection paper on options for improving cohesion policy. We highlight issues that may be the subject of debates and corrections, namely: new regulations on existing funds, other funding instruments centered on sustainable regional projects, identifying new criteria for funding and increasing cohesion, including in EU border regions, a much more radical approach simplifying the implementation of cohesion policy and sustainable development.
Among the most important recommendations for effective policymaking to support increased cohesion and the achievement of the proposed SDP, we could mention: improvements in education and healthcare (leading to higher income and better environmental decisions), encouraging responsible consumption and production (based on circular economy approach), sustaining and promoting Smart cities initiatives, or supporting the ongoing digital revolution.
As far as the limitations of this paper are concerned, we may take into account that the research carried out is based on data currently available, which are provided by official EU institutions but also by third parties. The way of calculating the indices and variables used in the analysis is specific to these data providers, and the results obtained may differ depending on the methodology used.
However, the results obtained from this research can be considered as a step forward in identifying the most appropriate public policies to help support countries with lower performances than the European average, based on examples of good practices and country successes more efficient. Analyzing the progress of countries with notable performances (such as those included in Cluster ONE, TWO, or FOUR), along with ways in which examples of good practice have been successfully identified and replicated, can turn into a successful recipe that can be used to support Member States wishing to make more sustained progress in sustainable development.
As future research directions, we aim to closely monitor the evolution of the current situation and the progress made by the Member States in order to identify the influence of the individual vectors that influence the impact of the implementation of the cohesion policy on sustainable development. With the completion of the Multiannual Financial Framework for 2014-2020, new data will be available and the progress achieved will be better documented. Also, it would be important to investigate the causes and factors that negatively influenced the performances of some countries (especially those included in Cluster THREE and FIVE), which has generated far below expectations in terms of the results of the Cohesion Policy, but also in the field of sustainable development.
